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tures. In 1810 a British ship had some mercury containers broken in
the hold. As a result all the birds and cattle on board died; 200 sailors
had symptoms of mercury poisoning, and three of them died.
The danger in the felt-hat industry arises from the presence in the air Felt-hat
of workshops of fine fur which has been treated with nitrate of mer- industry
cury in the process of felting. The fine hairs which form the fur of
rabbits, hares, musk-rats, and beavers are smooth, resilient, and straight.
Treatment with some chemical substance which makes them limp,
twisted, and rough greatly aids the felting process and many chemicals
have been shown to produce such an effect. Among them is an acid
solution of mercuric nitrate which is now used in the preparation of
hatters' fur in all countries except Russia.
The symptoms of mercurial poisoning arising in industry are as a rule Clinical
much slower in onset and more insidious in character than those which picture
result from the continued internal administration of mercury. Further,
two characteristic sets of symptoms which are never seen in medicinal
cases occur in industrial cases, namely, tremor and erethism. Salivation
and tenderness of the gums and mouth are usually early symptoms.
The gums are swollen and bleed readily, but it is not easy to distinguish
an early mercurial gingivitis from the pyorrhoea of a neglected mouth.
Rarely a mercurial line is seen on the gums. It may resemble the blue
line due to absorption of lead but some authors state that it is brownish.
The most characteristic symptom, though it is seldom the first to Tremor
appear, is mercurial tremor. It is neither so fine nor so regular as that
of thyrotoxicosis. It may be interrupted every few minutes by coarse
shaking movements. It usually begins in the fingers but the eyelids, lips,
and tongue are affected early. As it progresses it passes to the arms and
then to the legs so that it becomes very difficult for a man to walk about
the workshop and often he has to be guided to his bench. At this stage
the condition is so obvious that it is known to the layman as the
'hatters' shakes'. Charcot held that the tremor was hysterical. Against
this is the fact that it cannot be relieved by psychotherapy but often
passes away if the patient gives up his work before it has reached a
serious stage. Alcoholism greatly favours its development and it is
claimed that no total abstainer has ever suffered severely from tremor.
The severe psychic symptoms known as erethism have been rare since Erethism
silver took the place of mercury in mirror making. The man affected is
easily upset and embarrassed, loses all joy of life, and lives in constant
fear of being dismissed from his job. He has a sense of timidity and
may lose self-control before strangers. Thus if a visitor stops to watch
such a man in the factory, he will sometimes throw down his tools and
turn in anger on the intruder, saying that he cannot work if watched.
Occasionally a man is obliged to give up work because he can no longer
take orders without losing his temper, or if he is a foreman he has no
patience with the men under him. Drowsiness by day, depression, loss
of memory, and insomnia may occur but under modern conditions
hallucinations, delusions, and mania are rare.